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Abstract
The accounting history literature has mostly concentrated on depicting how accountability practices 
evolve with respect to the organisational and social contexts, leaving at the margins explorations of the 
role of the ‘accountable self’ in this process. To extend this literature, the present study examines how 
the economist and landowner Leone Wollemborg (1859–1932) acted as an ‘accountable self’, explaining 
his own actions to the ‘other’, to promote a new organisational model aimed at solving the credit issue 
affecting the rural population. Based on archival material, the article explores Wollemborg’s biography and 
develops a content analysis of his discourses. The findings show that, by making a pervasive use of face-to-
face narrative accountability, Wollemborg obtained trust and engagement of external potential stakeholders, 
thus expanding the rural credit cooperatives (Raiffeisen-style). This research facilitates understanding of the 
relevance for the initiator of a new organisational model to act as an ‘accountable self’.
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Introduction

The study of the background and comportment of individuals is an important theme in accounting 
history. Previous research has focused on historically important personalities related to the account-
ing profession to illustrate their contribution as initiators in the academic or accounting fields (e.g. 
Carnegie et al., 2000; Carnegie and Williams, 2001; Clarke, 2005; Cooper, 2008; Parker, 2014; 
Romeo and Rigsby, 2008). However, the role played by an initiator acting as an ‘accountable self’ 
to promote a new organisational model is left unexplored. In this regard, seminal studies recog-
nised the ‘accountable self’ as a key unit through which to analyse accountability (Boland and 
Schultze, 1996; Bovens, 2010; McKernan, 2012; McKernan and MacLullich, 2004; Munro and 
Mouritsen, 1996; Roberts, 1991, 1996; Roberts and Scapens, 1985; Sinclair, 1995; Willmott, 
1996). Accounting history literature has mostly concentrated on depicting how accounting 
(Abeysekera, 2005; Barnes, 2007; Chandler, 2016; Fülbier and Klein, 2015; Platonova, 2009; 
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Sokolov, 2015; Walker, 2008) and accountability practices (Antonelli et al., 2017; Fowler and 
Cordery, 2015; Jacobs and Walker, 2004; Killian, 2015; Oakes and Young, 2008; Rammal and 
Parker, 2012; Sargiacomo and Gomes, 2011) evolve with respect to the organisational and social 
contexts, leaving at the margins explorations of the role of the ‘accountable self’ in this process. 
Among the few exceptions, there is the work of Evans and Pierpoint (2015), which explored direc-
tors’ accountability in relation to impression management, and the paper of Oakes and Young 
(2008) exploring how accountability was conceptualised and practised within Hull House, by 
focusing on the founder’s activities.

To extend this literature, the present study examines how the economist and landowner Leone 
Wollemborg (from now on, Wollemborg) acted as an ‘accountable self’, explaining his actions to 
the ‘other’, to promote a new organisational model aimed at solving the credit issue affecting the 
rural population. In 1883, Wollemborg introduced and successfully expanded in the Italian context 
a new organisational model (Dalton, 1935; Leonardi, 2012; Luzzato, 1932; Marconato, 1984): the 
rural credit cooperative (Raiffeisen-style). Wollemborg was part of the elite and he felt his own 
responsibility to solve the dreadful economic conditions affecting poor farmers living in the terri-
tory (Marconato, 1984).

By considering the stream of literature dealing with the initiators (‘first’), conceived as key 
personalities or innovators (Carnegie and Williams, 2001: 105), the present study explores 
Wollemborg’s biography and develops a content analysis of his discourses. In this article, account-
ability is conceptualised as ‘the capacity and willingness’ of the ‘accountable self’ ‘to give expla-
nations for conduct … with a credible story of what happened, and a calculation and balancing of 
competing obligations, including moral ones’ (Boland and Schultze, 1996: 62).

This study is structured as follows. The next section examines the accountability literature rel-
evant to the conceptual framework, before presenting the research method. The article then illus-
trates the setting where Wollemborg’s activity took place by describing the nineteenth-century 
northern Italian socioeconomic context, the issues affecting the rural population and the key char-
acteristics of the rural credit cooperatives. Subsequently, the article progresses to an exploration of 
Wollemborg’s biography, activities and accountability practices. Finally, discussion and conclu-
sions are provided.

Accountability from the self: a frame

Social human activities take place in a specific time and place, and are constantly repeated by 
social actors who, through interaction, continuously monitor their own and other members’ actions 
(Giddens, 1984). As a social relation (Bovens, 2010; Munro and Mouritsen, 1996; Roberts and 
Scapens, 1985; Willmott, 1996), accountability is shaped by the sociohistorical contexts in which 
it is embedded (Killian, 2015; Messner, 2009; Willmott, 1996) and by the person responsible for 
discharging it, because the way in which the ‘accountable self’ constructs and provides accounta-
bility affects its relationship with the ‘other’ (Boland and Schultze, 1996; McKernan and 
MacLullich, 2004; Roberts, 1996; Sinclair, 1995; Willmott, 1996). To provide accountability for 
self-conduct in front of the ‘other’, the ‘accountable person’ should distinguish ‘itself’ from the 
‘other’ (Munro and Mouritsen, 1996) and recognise ‘itself’ as the ‘I’ responsible for the action 
(Willmott, 1996: 35). If this separation emerges as a precondition of accountability, other elements 
contribute to shape the accountability of the ‘accountable self’. Sinclair (1995: 233) found that the 
way in which the ‘accountable person’ internalises and experiences accountability, managing ‘lan-
guage and ideology, values and ethics, emotion and motivation’, concurs to shape it. In this regard, 
a tension challenging accountability depends on the fact that while ‘accountability relies on respon-
sibility’ the ‘self’ also has to provide ‘answers that make good sense to others’ (McKernan, 2012: 



Masiero 3

262). For McKernan (2012: 276), this tension is removed when the ‘self’ conceives accountability 
not solely as a responsibility but as a duty to provide a gift to the ‘other’ ‘without calculating the 
return’ and ‘without reserve’. Similarly, McKernan and MacLullich (2004: 356) argued that the 
self ‘intuition of absolute obligation to the other’ is driven by a sense of solidarity that exceeds 
rationality. That obligation reinforces the authority of the accounting practices. Thus, responsibil-
ity is not just a matter of adhering to codes and rules, but it entails an individual ethics that is 
constructed through the personal relationship with, and the care for, ‘others’ (Kosmala and 
McKernan, 2011).

The role of the responsible ‘self’ and its relationship with ‘others’ have been explored in the 
seminal studies of Boland and Schultze (1996) and Roberts (1996). Despite adopting different 
perspectives, these studies bear similarities and seem to integrate each other in describing the prac-
tices through which the ‘self’ separates or, vice versa, relates with the ‘other’. The narrative mode 
of cognition (Boland and Schultze, 1996) and informal accountability, where lateral, face-to-face 
communication takes place (Roberts, 1996), enable socialising forms of accountability. In contrast, 
a calculative, or paradigmatic, mode of cognition (Boland and Schultze, 1996) and ‘formal hierar-
chical accountability’ (Roberts, 1996: 40–42) enhance individualising forms of accountability. 
Despite bearing ‘an ineradicable moral dimension’ (McKernan and MacLullich, 2004: 328; Roberts 
and Scapens, 1985), accounting, as a ‘codified discourse’ (Llewellyn and Milne, 2007) or a ‘tech-
nique’ (Roberts, 1996: 41), aims to provide an objective demonstration of individual achievements, 
in front of others. Thus, accounting fosters an ‘individualised sense of the self’ (Roberts, 1996: 55) 
that becomes subject to external scrutiny and exposed to potential judgements (Roberts, 1996). 
This visibility bears the risk of limiting the accountability of the ‘accountable self’ because of the 
desire to please the ‘other’, or the fear of failing expectations and being negatively judged 
(McKernan, 2012; Messner, 2009). Thus, it is the self-attitude for the ‘other’, and the interdepend-
ence between the accountability practices adopted by the ‘self’, that foster dialogue with the 
‘other’. Boland and Schultze (1996) criticised Roberts’ (1991, 1996) distinction between formal 
hierarchical accountability and informal accountability as enablers of, respectively, individualising 
and socialising accountability, highlighting that socialising forms of accountability can also take 
place in formal hierarchical contexts through a narrative mode. Similar to Boland and Schultze’s 
(1996) perspective, McKernan and MacLullich (2004: 355) saw narratives as completing the 
‘accounting practice and regulation’; relying on Ricoeur, they explained that ‘the ethical force of 
the narrative conception of identity lies in the fact that it requires us to recognise our identity as 
being entangled with the identities of the other people’.

This article conceives the accountable person’s accountability as ‘the capacity and willingness 
to give explanations for conduct’ through an intertwining of narration and calculation (Boland and 
Schultze, 1996: 62) and ‘as something a person is or feels’ (Sinclair, 1995: 221). Drawing on the 
extant literature, this article investigates how Wollemborg, as an ‘accountable self’, successfully 
expanded a new organisational model, contributing to solving the credit issues affecting his rural 
population. The accountability literature served to guide the investigation, moving from the exter-
nal socioeconomic and biographical elements influencing Wollemborg’s actions to an exploration 
of how Wollemborg himself described his activities and accountability.

Research method

This historical study was based on archival material, relying on Scott’s (1990) quality control cri-
teria for evaluating documentary sources and classifying them with respect to authorship (personal 
or official) and type of access. The secondary sources (e.g. academic studies, books and biogra-
phies) served to select the primary sources, to confirm the interpretation of their content, to gather 
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information about the sociohistorical and economical context of that time and to collect informa-
tion about Wollemborg. The primary sources comprise both documents written by Wollemborg’s 
peers and documents written by, or resulting from the transcripts of discourses made by, Wollemborg 
himself during the period 1878–1929. The primary sources served to collect information on 
Wollemborg’s activities and to perform a content analysis of his discourses.

The enquiry began by adopting primary and secondary sources to explore the sociohistorical 
and economic context in which Wollemborg grew up and to describe the credit issues affecting the 
rural population in the area where Wollemborg’s family owned their lands. Moreover, the sources 
were used to identify previous attempts to solve the credit problem and to describe the core char-
acteristics of rural credit cooperatives. Subsequently, the research was geared at examining 
Wollemborg’s biography and his activity as an accountable ‘self’. Initially, the aim was to identify 
and illustrate those events and connections that may have influenced Wollemborg’s decision to 
take charge of the credit issue affecting the rural population living in his area and to implement a 
solution to solve the problem by introducing rural credit cooperatives. In this phase, the primary 
sources served to study the perspectives of influential people of that time and to learn, through the 
writings of Wollemborg, what he thought about the socioeconomic context, his social status and his 
mission. This group of primary sources includes eight letters that Wollemborg wrote to Luigi 
Luzzati (Italian founder of the Schulze-Delitzsch cooperatives) and the extracts of two letters writ-
ten by Raiffeisen (in the years 1883 and 1884) to Wollemborg. These letters were part of a collec-
tion of various writings of Wollemborg published in 2013 by Ecra. As explained by Marconato 
(1984: 46), most of the letters exchanged between Wollemborg and Raiffeisen have been lost. 
Therefore, the author of this article considered exclusively the two extracts provided in the book 
mentioned above.

Subsequently, the study moved to explore Wollemborg’s practices and discourses to the mem-
bers of the rural credit cooperative of Loreggia (that he had founded in 1883, the first in Italy) and 
to the external potential stakeholders. At this stage, among the primary sources, documents that 
Wollemborg produced during the period 1883–1889 were selected, with this time frame corre-
sponding to Wollemborg’s first term as president of the rural credit cooperative of Loreggia. In this 
initial period, Wollemborg was the main protagonist of the introduction and expansion of this new 
organisational model. After 1888, both the environment and the key players changed. In 1888, the 
Italian rural credit cooperatives were unified under an Italian confederation. In 1890, the Catholic 
Church founded the first Catholic rural credit cooperative.

The primary sources were analysed through a content analysis aimed at allowing the latent con-
tent in the discourses to emerge. The methodological proceedings for undertaking a qualitative 
content analysis provided by Kohlbacher (2006) were followed as guidelines. The objective of the 
analysis was to interpret the meaning of the words in relation to the sentences and the whole text. 
For these reasons, the coding of the texts was carried out manually.

The categories for the coding were deduced from Boland and Schultze (1996) and Roberts 
(1996). The coding resulted in different units of analysis. The unit of analysis was an individual 
word within a sentence when searching for the use of the personal pronouns adopted by 
Wollemborg. The unit of analysis was a paragraph when looking for accounting numbers, and a 
sentence when searching for explanation of conduct. When searching for individualising forms 
of accountability, the documents were analysed by searching for accounting data and justifica-
tion of conduct (through the provision of formal technical rules and data and for discourses 
where the personal pronoun used by Wollemborg was the first-person singular ‘I’). When search-
ing for socialising forms of accountability, the documents were analysed by searching for 
instances where Wollemborg was giving voice to his stakeholders (narrating situations, experi-
ences, choices and possibilities) or enacting a dialogue with them. The researcher searched also 
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for discourses that were stated in the first-person plural (‘we’). In addition, the way in which the 
documentary sources were conveyed to the stakeholders was considered (i.e. transcripts of oral 
discourses or written documents).

Following Scott’s (1990) criteria, Appendix 1 lists all the primary sources written by Wollemborg 
during the period (1878–1929) and classifies them with respect to authorship (personal or official) 
and type of access. With the purpose to provide a more detailed information about the document 
analysed than the reference section, Appendix 1 distinguishes each single discourse and reports, 
when needed, the title of the collection from which the discourse was extracted. Therefore, when 
referring to Wollemborg’s discourses in the article, the author cites the list in Appendix 1.

Sociohistorical and economic context

The Italian country

At the end of the nineteenth century, Italy was a heterogeneous nation, resulting from the union 
(between 1860 and 1870) of the previous states of the peninsula. Most of the Italian population 
was illiterate (Daniele and Malanima, 2011) and lived in rural areas. The various regions had 
different administrative, political and institutional traditions, and 97.6 per cent of the population 
did not speak the Italian language but many different idioms (Detti and Gozzini, 2000: 272). 
From an agrarian perspective, despite the differences among the various regions, most of the 
land was owned by aristocratic landowners and most of the agricultural production was aimed at 
self-consumption.

The rural population in Veneto

The Veneto region (northern Italy) had been part of the Italian nation since 1866; its economy was 
largely based on agricultural activities. The few industries, located in the area of Vicenza, were 
integrated and harmonised within the predominantly rural context (Lanaro, 1976). The rural popula-
tion comprised mostly farmers (Lazzarini, 1998). Despite the differences among the various prov-
inces of the Veneto region, poverty was normal. Absent landowners, a lack of investment and the 
crisis of the 1880s further worsened the situation. In the report prepared for the agrarian inquiry 
‘Inchiesta Jacini’, commissioned by the Italian Parliament, the commissioner for the Veneto region, 
Emilio Morpurgo (1882), explained that in the province of Padua (where Loreggia is situated), large 
landed estate was common and small and medium tenants were numerous. Farmers mostly paid 
rental fees to landowners in kind. The rural farmhouses were humble, and because of poor diet 
(comprising mostly poor-quality corn) and food shortages, pellagra disease was endemic and par-
ticularly common in the area (D’Ancona, 1898; Keller, 1899; Valenti, 1902). The small village of 
Loreggia had a population of less than 3,000 citizens in 1883; most of these were tenants, with a 
minority of landowners (Wollemborg, 1883: 3). Loreggia was characterised by highly fragmented 
landownership, poor soil fertility, the absence of rich landowners and the issue of usury (Ardoino, 
1896b: 561). Between 1887 and 1897, the district of Camposampiero (of which the village of 
Loreggia was part) had the highest annual mean of emigration in the Veneto region (Zalin, 2013: 
xvi). In the second half of the nineteenth century, the city of Padua produced various studies of 
agricultural economy. Among the researchers, Antonio Keller (1882), leading professor of agricul-
ture at the University of Padua (Soper, 2013), presented an academic discourse in 1882 on the condi-
tions of the rural population and the credit issue in the Veneto region, highlighting how, similarly to 
Morpurgo, he believed that the entire population (state, provinces, municipalities and private land-
owners, as well as the poor population) had to cooperate to solve the credit problem (p. 19).
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Credit issue and previous attempts to solve the shortage

The poor population working in Veneto’s rural areas was mostly unable to borrow money from 
banks, because banks perceived that lending as too risky. These funds were needed by small farm-
ers to face the investments required by the agricultural activity, including the need to buy the seeds 
to plant before being able to pay for them through the harvest. However, the risks associated to the 
harvest often resulted in the impossibility for the farmer to repay the debt within the timeline set 
by banks. This resulted in stagnation, from lack of investment, and in the increasing plague of 
usury, as this was the main source of finance for poor farmers. Funding was provided by the land-
owners, pawnshops and usurers. To solve the credit problem, the Austro-Hungarian Empire estab-
lished saving banks in 1822. However, the commercial, manufacturing and agricultural sectors 
remained largely excluded from the possible benefits because these institutions directed their sup-
port mainly to the public sector (Zalin, 1978). A new attempt to solve the credit problem was 
undertaken in the 1860s by a key personality, Luigi Luzzati. Born in Venice on 1 March 1841, 
Luzzati was initially professor of political economy in Milan, and professor of constitutional law 
from 1866 at the University of Padua and later at the University of Rome. He was an economist, 
and a member of the Italian Parliament and the Italian Senate. Understanding the need for a differ-
ent type of credit institution, Luzzati studied the cooperative organisations abroad and, in 1864, 
instituted in Lodi (a city of approximately 20,000 inhabitants located in northern Italy), the first 
urban credit cooperative, based on the German Schulze-Delitzsch model. This type of credit coop-
erative (located for the most part in urban areas) responded effectively to the financial needs of the 
middle-class (Zangheri, 1987) and to the wealthy rural population, leaving the credit issue and the 
plague of usury affecting the poorest part of the rural population unresolved (Lanaro, 1976; 
Marconato, 1984; Zalin, 2013).

The German credit cooperatives

In the mid-nineteenth century, two Germans, Hermann Schulze-Delitzsch (1808–1883) and 
Friedrich Raiffeisen (1818–1888), founded credit cooperatives ‘based on the concept of mutual 
self-help’ (Guinnane, 1995; Leonardi, 2012: 54), in Germany, with the aim of providing an answer 
to the credit problem affecting poor populations excluded from bank loans. In the following years, 
the two strands of credit cooperative spread throughout Europe. Raiffeisen was inspired by 
Christian values and had a profound knowledge of the agricultural sector and the issues related to 
usury. He promoted the establishment of credit cooperatives for rural villages (Zalin, 2013). In 
contrast to the Schulze-Delitzsch cooperatives, developed in the 1840s, Raiffeisen’s cooperatives, 
which were developed in 1860s, were purposefully structured to respond to the credit needs of 
rural society and to solve the issue of usury. The ‘Raiffeisen-style cooperatives had only nominal 
shares and paid no dividends to members; any profits in a business year were placed in a permanent 
reserve fund’ (Banerjee et al., 1994: 502). The loans had different lengths and were easily renew-
able, and the interest rate was established during the assembly of the members of the cooperative 
at the start of each year (Zalin, 2013: xxi). Furthermore, Raiffeisen’s credit cooperatives were 
characterised by unlimited liability (Ardoino 1896a: 363). Therefore, in case of the cooperative’s 
failure, ‘any creditor could sue any former member for an amount up to the total value of that 
member’s wealth’ (Guinnane, 1994: 46). The originating principle of Raiffeisen’s credit coopera-
tives lay in convincing the elites of each village to lead associations of family men, that would have 
become the cooperative members reciprocally tied by joint responsibility and unlimited liability 
(Zalin, 2013: xxi). On 20 June 1883, in Loreggia, Wollemborg founded the first rural credit coop-
erative in Italy, based on Raiffeisen’s model.
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In line with Raiffeisen, Wollemborg described the core characteristics of the Italian rural credit 
cooperatives as unlimited liability, strict limitation to a small geographical area, intangibility of social 
capital, gratuity of services (only the treasurer was paid), customised long-term loans and absence of 
stocks and dividends (Wollemborg, 1883). Wollemborg also discussed the German Schulze-Delitzsch 
credit cooperatives (hereafter, urban credit cooperatives) in various documents and maintained an 
epistolary communication with the initiator of the Italian urban credit cooperatives, Luigi Luzzati. In 
a letter dated 30 January 1888, Wollemborg highlighted that the two types of credit cooperative (the 
one introduced by himself and the one introduced by Luzzati) were different in terms of structural 
perspective and scope, therefore allowing for their coexistence (Wollemborg, 2013: 149).

Leone Wollemborg

The accountable self, Leone Wollemborg

Leone Wollemborg: the early years. Wollemborg, the first of four children, was born in the city of 
Padua on 4 March 1859 into a rich Jewish family of German origin. His mother’s name was 
Giuseppina Jung. His father, Joseph Wollemborg, graduated in medicine from the University of 
Padua. However, he never practised medicine as he was an usurer (Marconato, 1984: 28). In 1870, 
Joseph Wollemborg bought a large country residence (Villa Polcastro) situated in the village of 
Loreggia, in the province of Padua. Through this acquisition, the Wollemborg family became aris-
tocratic and Joseph Wollemborg, from 1873 until 1876, took an active part, as a council member, 
in the social life of Loreggia (Marconato, 1984).

Wollemborg received his primary and secondary education from private tutors (Agostini, 1985) 
and, in 1878 (when he was 19 years old), graduated in law from the University of Padua with a final 
dissertation titled Dell’autonomia dè comuni (‘On the autonomy of municipalities’), which focused 
on economic and administrative matters related to the territory (Wollemborg, 1878). Wollemborg 
spent long time in Loreggia, which gave him the opportunity to understand the poor living conditions 
of the rural population (Zalin, 2013: xv) and befriend personalities of the village, such as the chaplain, 
the town hall secretary and the doctor (Federazione Veneta delle Banche di Credito Cooperativo, 
2014; Marconato, 1984). In this respect, Marconato (1984: 138) reported writings of the doctor of 
Loreggia explaining Wollemborg’s decision to establish the new credit cooperative model in their 
village as a result of Wollemborg’s profound knowledge of the territory, his deep belief of the good-
ness and usefulness of the new organisation, his affection for the territory and his good heart. After 
graduating, Wollemborg continued to study economic themes and to discuss these through journal 
articles. He was active at the local and national level, proposing solutions for social and economic 
issues of interest to the rural population (Senato della Repubblica, 2016b; Wollemborg, 1891).

Leone Wollemborg: the first rural credit cooperative. In the early 1880s, the writings of Professor Anto-
nio Keller and Alessandro Rossi (Italian Senator from the Veneto region) about the activity of 
Raiffeisen and the rural credit in Germany influenced Wollemborg’s thought. Inspired and sup-
ported by these writings, Wollemborg started studying the German credit cooperatives organised 
by Raiffeisen, with whom he maintained an epistolary communication (Marconato, 1984; Wol-
lemborg, 2013). In a 1884 letter, Raiffeisen wrote to Wollemborg that the credit cooperatives 
required the elites to intervene in favour of the poor population through unlimited solidarity, con-
stant commitment and without compensation (Wollemborg, 2013: 4). Wollemborg (1884d: 39–54) 
knew also the agrarian reports prepared by Morpurgo and Jacini (discussed above). He quoted 
Morpurgo’s words that ‘the time for doing has come’ to highlight the need to solve the credit issues 
in rural areas (Wollemborg, 1884d: 43).
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Figure 1. Accounting data on the loans.
Source: Data extracted from the annual report of the rural credit cooperative of Loreggia, issued in 1885 (Wollemborg, 
1885: 4).

Wollemborg started explaining to small landowners, poor farmers and influential people in the 
village of Loreggia, the reasons and benefits of rural credit cooperatives (Zalin, 2013: xxi–xxii). At 
the same time, he asked his father to advance him part of his inheritance and, in 1894, he owned 
approximately 360 land fields in the village of Loreggia. Wollemborg took an active part in the 
council of Loreggia, initially from 1885 to 1895, and later from 1899 to 1926. Despite not living 
exclusively in Loreggia, Wollemborg’s attachment to the territory and to the living conditions of 
the local rural population is demonstrated by the fact that, when his son was born, he opened a bank 
deposit for him and for all the children born in the same year in the village (Marconato, 1984).

On 20 June 1883, the Raiffeisen model was adopted, and the statute of his cooperatives was 
adapted to the Italian law and the needs and customs of the small village of Loreggia, by 
Wollemborg. The deed of incorporation of the first rural credit cooperative was registered in the 
city of Padua on 9 July 1883 (Wollemborg, 1884e). The rural credit cooperative of Loreggia started 
with 32 members. By December 1883, it included 100 family men, all farmers except Wollemborg 
himself (landowner and president during the periods 1883–1889 and 1924–1932), the doctor of the 
village and the town hall secretary (Wollemborg, 1883: 3). On 15 April 1883, the rural credit coop-
erative of Loreggia started its credit operations with 2,000 Lire (currency) lent by the wealthier citi-
zens of the village (Ardoino, 1896b: 561).

Accountability to members of the rural credit cooperative of Loreggia. Wollemborg’s communication 
with the members of the rural credit cooperative of Loreggia was mainly oral. Formal communica-
tion between him, president of the cooperative and the members took place in periodic, mandatory 
assemblies and at the annual general meeting, transcribed and printed with the annual balance sheet 
in the annual report. Wollemborg also informally met the members of the cooperative, as they were 
part of the same small community (Marconato, 1984). As noted above, at the end of the nineteenth 
century, most of the Italian population were illiterate. In this regard, during a conference in 1884, 
Wollemborg communicated, as a moral achievement, that 28 members of the cooperative (on 31 
December 1883, the rural credit cooperative of Loreggia counted 99 members) had learnt to write 
their name to sign documents (Wollemborg, 1884d: 52).

During his oral discourses to members, Wollemborg continually provided numerical data and 
explanations about the types of loans that had been granted during the year, their monetary value, 
those repaid in full, those still active and their impact. From the minutes of the general meetings of 
the rural credit cooperative of Loreggia (Wollemborg, 1885, 1986a), it emerged that, in addition to 
the balance sheet (reported at the end of the internal annual reports), the accounting information was 
aimed at illustrating how and in what amount money had been lent during the year. As Figure 1 and 
Table 1 illustrate, farmers asked for loans to buy animals, rural instruments, food and seed.
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In addition to disclosing accounting information, Wollemborg provided formal evidence of 
the results achieved by formally asking influential people of the village to provide feedback 
(about the cooperative’s results) in front of the members of the cooperative. The example 
below, extracted from Wollemborg (1886a: 2), provides the comment that the archpriest of the 
village of Loreggia, Don Luigi Tonolo, made during the general meeting of the cooperative, 
on 28 March 1886, about the economic and ‘moral’ results of the rural credit cooperative of 
Loreggia:

One of the cleverest members of the cooperative sold the milk and the cheese, after buying a cow [with 
the loan of the cooperative]. With those earnings, he was able to keep the calf of the cow for himself. 
Without the help of the credit cooperative, he would not have obtained this small fortune. (Wollemborg, 
1886a: 2)

Wollemborg used to formally separate himself, as president of the cooperative, from other 
members when highlighting his duties and achievements (as president and founder of the coopera-
tive) or, in contrast, when underlying the benefits obtained and the responsibilities expected by 
other members. As the example below (Wollemborg, 1885: 1) shows, Wollemborg used the per-
sonal pronoun in the first-person singular (‘I’; ‘me’) to highlight his achievements and therefore 
his reliability as a leader:

I [emphasis added by the author] have been working for two years to set among you the foundation of this 
society of ours … You have trusted my [emphasis added by the author] word and you have been the first 
ones to follow me [emphasis added by the author]; you should now be legitimately proud. (Wollemborg, 
1885: 1)

Wollemborg (1884a) used the second-person singular (‘you’) to underline the ‘other’ members’ 
active roles and responsibilities in making decisions affecting the cooperative (p. 226):

You [emphasis added by the author] fixed the limit of loans at Lire 10,000 and today you [emphasis added 
by the author] decide if it will be convenient to increase it. (Wollemborg, 1884a: 226)

Wollemborg (1885) used the pronoun in the same way to highlight that the future achievements 
and risks of the organisation would have been the result of the members’ actions (p. 6):

Table 1. English translation of the data presented in Figure 1.

The 113 loans made since the commencement of the cooperative activities, until 31 December, are as follows:

For the purchase of ‘items’ No. of loans Amount of Lire (Italian currency)

Cows 77 15,410
Horses 4 790
Sheep 18 1,125
Pigs 7 530
Rural instruments 1 150
Seeds – silkworms 1 168
Food 4 560
Cheese 1 150

Source: Data extracted and translated from the annual report of the rural credit cooperative of Loreggia, issued in 1885 
(Wollemborg, 1885: 4).
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These [future benefits] will depend on you [emphasis added by the author]; they will certainly come if you 
[emphasis added by the author] will continue in the belief that it is necessary to support each other and that 
mutual help, honesty and hard work will result not only in tangible rewards, but also in the higher 
[otherworldly] reward reserved to those who are good and work. (Wollemborg, 1885: 6)

During the general meetings, Wollemborg (1885) shifted from speaking in the first-person sin-
gular (‘I’) to highlight duties and demonstrate his own conduct, to speaking in the first-person 
plural (‘we’; ‘our’) to share comments, report members’ perspectives and expectations, and to 
highlight obligations and risks as a member of a group of peers. In the example below, Wollemborg 
(1885: 3) was sharing with all the other members the comments received from one anonymous 
member. By quoting the exact words of the anonymous member, Wollemborg (1885) was giving 
voice to the individuals:

In our [emphasis added by the author] small archive we [emphasis added by the author] store, among the 
various requests for loans, one of a member that stated literally: ‘the undersigned member asks for a loan 
of Liras [Italian currency] … with the purpose to free myself from usury, at 40 per cent interest rate, that 
has to be paid in kind in the form of two small cows …’ (p. 3)

In the same way, Wollemborg was using the pronouns (‘we’; ‘our’) to talk about the organisa-
tion’s achievements that an external observer might have struggled to identify as a cooperative’s 
success. This case is illustrated in the example below where Wollemborg (1884a: 227) highlighted 
that the most significant results of the cooperative were not reported in balance sheets but evi-
denced by the improved living conditions of each member’s family:

The greater results of our [emphasis added by the author] institution cannot be reported in its balance 
sheets, as they arise in the economic, moral and intellectual improvements of the population. (Wollemborg, 
1884a: 227)

Wollemborg’s narrative did not just describe the present but recalled the past, showing how 
previous collective issues had been resolved. By telling the story of how events evolved, 
Wollemborg was making visible the results achieved through continuous collaboration and recip-
rocal support. The sense of group identity as a community of peers facing the same difficulties 
emerges in the example below where Wollemborg (1884a: 2), who was a landowner, spoke about 
other landowners as ‘them’, highlighting to the members of his cooperative (mostly poor farmers) 
that the past opposition demonstrated by landowners to this form of credit was almost over:

Because these members are tenant farmers, it was asked to the landlords the acknowledgement of their 
credits. The initial opposition that some of them [landlords] [emphasis added by the author], had manifested 
is now almost defeated because … the landowners have understood that they will benefit from the 
improvement in the life condition of their tenants [emphasis added by the author]. (Wollemborg, 1884a: 2)

Other times, the narration was constructed, and transcribed, as a face-to-face dialogue. As an 
example, Wollemborg (1884a: 2) was requiring an active participation of the listeners:

Do you [emphasis added by the author] remember how much mistrust, how much scepticism, how many 
obstacles have we [emphasis added by the author] found on our [emphasis added by the author] path? 
(Wollemborg, 1885: 1)

It may be concluded that Wollemborg’s narrative mode of cognition (Boland and Schultze, 
1996) and informal, face-to-face accountability (Roberts, 1996) were pervasive practices, which 
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framed and completed the provision of the technical data and accounting information about the 
activity of the credit cooperative to the members.

Narrating an accountability model

Replicating the rural credit cooperative model in other villages. By December 1883, Wollemborg had 
printed and made publicly accessible the charter of the rural credit cooperative of Loreggia, 
explaining that, through that data accessibility, he was responding to ‘the many requests coming 
from every part of Italy and to the kind solicitations of the eminent Professor Keller and other 
friends’ (Leone Wollemborg, 1883: 1). In the years following the establishment of the first rural 
credit cooperative (in Loreggia), similar institutions were founded in many other villages and small 
towns outside the Veneto region as well. Wollemborg (1884b) wrote an article, published in Il 
Raccoglitore (an agricultural bimonthly journal published in the city of Padua), about the two new 
rural credit cooperatives established after the one in Loreggia. On 20 April 1884, the rural credit 
cooperative of Cambiano (Tuscany region) was established by local landowners. On 23 April 
1884, the rural credit cooperative of Trebaseleghe was founded (Veneto region) by wealthy citi-
zens of the village (a town hall employee, a teacher and a chaplain). On 29 June 1884, the fourth 
rural credit cooperative was established in Fragnigola, a hamlet in the Veneto region (Wollemborg, 
1884d: 112–114). In 1888, all the rural credit cooperatives established in the Italian peninsula were 
aggregated in a federation. In 1889, after six years, there were 40 rural credit cooperatives in 13 
provinces, 27 of which were located in three regions in the northern part of Italy: Veneto, Lom-
bardy and Piedmont (Luzzato, 1932). In 1889, Wollemborg publicly recalled the names of the citi-
zens who had become presidents of the 27 rural credit cooperatives founded in Veneto, Lombardy 
and Piedmont. These included 21 landowners, three priests, two members of the municipality and 
a pharmacist (Wollemborg, 1889b: 62).

Narrating an accountability model to external potential members and founders. Wollemborg (1884d) 
used the term ‘promote’ (p. 7) to refer to his incessant activity that took place at local, Italian and 
international levels. His communication means comprised public discourse, conferences (tran-
scribed, printed and published soon after being held) and national and international journal arti-
cles. In 1885, Wollemborg founded the monthly journal La Cooperazione Rurale (‘The Rural 
Cooperation’), which actively continued for two decades (Luzzato, 1932). The external potential 
stakeholders to whom Wollemborg was communicating were the landowners and elites of the cit-
ies (who were literate). During a conference, Wollemborg (1884c) listed the following categories: 
elementary teachers, landowners, people with assets and power, mayors, doctors and priests of the 
villages. The large number of Wollemborg’s conferences was not the result of the impossibility to 
communicate through written texts, but Wollemborg’s willingness to engage in face-to-face com-
munication. Through his constant activity, Wollemborg presented to landowners and the elites of 
the cities his own experience, explaining why he felt responsible for, and accountable to, the poor 
population. Wollemborg also described why the credit cooperatives represented the right match 
for the rural population and why they required the active, disinterested support of the richer part 
of the population to succeed. Wollemborg (1883) exhorted the elites to drop their traditional apa-
thy, to follow his example and take an active part in the rural credit cooperatives (p. 5). He sup-
ported explanations with evidence of the results achieved, sometimes reporting the opinions of 
the members of the cooperative. For example, at the conference held in Camposampiero on 27 
January 1884, Wollemborg reminded to the landowners and to the elites that the issues affecting 
the rural population were usury, lack of credit, increased poverty, emigration and insufficient sup-
port from existing bank institutions. In this case, as during other discourses (Wollemborg, 1883, 
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1884c, 1884d: 1–38, 1884d: 39–54, 1886b), Wollemborg explained that unlimited liability was a 
distinctive characteristic of the type of credit cooperative he established, requiring strictly limited 
territorial boundaries to foster constant participation, reciprocal support, control and trust among 
members. Therefore, the rural credit cooperative could not be extended outside the borders of the 
small villages and its members were asked to actively participate (Wollemborg, 1884e). For 
example, during that conference Wollemborg (1884c: 9) quoted the exact words of a member of 
the cooperative. In that sentence (which was not in Italian language, but in the local dialect), the 
member (a farmer) explained that each of the 100 members controlled each other to ensure that 
everyone maintained collaborative conduct within the cooperative:

‘We are 100 people, who are controlling each other, therefore it is impossible for anyone to not be 
collaborative’, this is what was said to me by a farmer who is a member of the cooperative of Loreggia. In 
fact, if you multiply by the number of members the quality of individual prudence, you will have … an 
enormous amount of incorruptible diligence and indefatigable farsightedness! (Wollemborg, 1884c: 9)

Similarly, Wollemborg publicly shared the richer population’s opinion. As the example below 
illustrates, Wollemborg (1884c: 8–9) publicly acknowledged the elites’ doubts by giving voice to 
them. In this way, he showed empathy and understanding for his peers’ preoccupations or doubts:

‘How’, shouts someone terrified and wealthy, ‘should I throw myself in this economic abyss, for the sake 
of philanthropy, or solely for the love of my neighbour?’ It is not a simple challenge to reassure these 
frightened people, calm the heated shouts, and reply to their objections! (Wollemborg, 1884c: 8–9)

To the external potential members and founders, Wollemborg (1886b: 10) also asked questions about 
the clarity of the information that he was providing, making them active participants. In a similar way, 
Wollemborg sometimes used a colloquial tone to thank the audience for their attention and patience:

Despite risking boring the reader [emphasis added by the author], we decided to discuss one by one the 
criticisms. … However, isn’t our explanation exhaustive, in the opinion of the reader [emphasis added by 
the author]? (Wollemborg, 1886b: 10)

During his discourses, Wollemborg (1884c: 7) linked unlimited liability with the concept of 
solidarity and underlined that juridical ability, honesty and morality of each individuals were 
essential qualities to become part of the cooperative. Moreover, as the objective of the rural credit 
cooperative was to support the poor, these organisations had to integrate different people, despite 
census and social class, as peers within the organisation. In the statute of the rural credit coopera-
tive of Loreggia, Wollemborg (1883: 5) underlined that equality of all participants with respect to 
the duties and the balancing of economic obligations and solidarity between the economically 
strong and the economically weak members provided the organisation with a highly moral and 
democratic character. In the same way, while a collaborative attitude among different social classes 
was desirable, the wealthier part of the population had to be guided by sincere feelings and its 
actions had to be disinterested (Wollemborg, 1884d: 108). In Wollemborg’s opinion, the wealthier 
part of society could not ask a poor farmer to contribute for money that he did not have. On the 
contrary, the rich individual should have provided the poor individual with instruments to achieve 
some sort of benefits (Wollemborg, 2013: 91–107). For this reason, it was not sufficient for the 
poor farmers to cooperate among themselves. Support and encouragement were needed from the 
elites (Wollemborg, 2013: 109–127). Awareness of the strong personal co-responsibility and 
absence of profit incentives characterised the rural credit cooperatives (Wollemborg, 1886b: 7), 
where the profits accumulated became patrimony owned by the cooperative itself.
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With the same approach adopted to communicate during the rural credit cooperative internal 
meetings, Wollemborg used the first-person singular ‘I’ and the first-person plural ‘we’ also in 
public conferences when speaking to the landowners and the elites. While sometimes, Wollemborg 
adopted the personal pronoun ‘we’, or the possessive pronoun ‘our’, to address himself and the 
cooperative of which he was part, in opposition to the ‘other’ external to the organisation; other 
times Wollemborg used the pronouns ‘we’ and ‘our’ to remark the belonging as a member of the 
same social group (as a landowner himself). As an example, Wollemborg (1884c: 4) used the pos-
sessive pronoun ‘our’ to recall for his peers that it was their duty, as a powerful and rich social 
group, to acknowledge the issues affecting the rural population working their own lands and to take 
an active part in solving the problem. In this way, Wollemborg (1884c) leveraged the sense of col-
lective identity, implicitly asking his peers to stop being passive observers:

You are also aware that … the small property, which is attacked from every side, will barely survive. The 
number of expropriations is becoming more frightful every day. You are aware that our [emphasis added by 
the author] farmers abandon their native country in crowds for other locations, swearing at the ungenerous 
mother country, because they are exhausted of the inclemency of human beings and nature. (p. 4)

Conversely, Wollemborg spoke in the first-person singular ‘I’ when justifying his actions or pre-
senting himself as a leading figure that the ‘other’ (external) people could listen to or follow. As an 
example, opening a conference, Wollemborg (1884c: 5) spoke in the first-person singular while intro-
ducing his role as a leader and ensuring that the governance structure of the rural credit cooperatives 
was appropriate and naturally fitted to the needs and characteristics of the rural population:

This is the institution I [emphasis added by the author] had the fortune to transplant from the far shores of 
the Rhine to small Loreggia. Today, dear gentleman, I [emphasis added by the author] have the honour to 
present it and clarify it to you … I [emphasis added by the author] would prefer to demonstrate, if you will 
allow me [emphasis added by the author], how this institution, with slight modifications is appropriate and 
fit, almost naturally, to the population of our small rural towns, and how, in my [emphasis added by the 
author] opinion, the smallest village of these provinces can rise and flourish. (Wollemborg, 1884c: 5)

Given that the target of the rural credit cooperatives was the poor rural population, the length of 
loans had to be calculated with respect to the needs of this sector. The short-term loans last two years, 
while the long-term ones could be extended up to 10 years. Replying to criticisms about the structural 
characteristics of the rural credit cooperatives, Wollemborg (1886b) highlighted how rural credit 
cooperatives supplemented local money largely by collecting capital from the bigger cities, private 
investors and institutions that were looking for long-term, safe investments and moderate returns (p. 
4). Finally, as rural credit cooperatives were not a charity, individuals must not be part of any chari-
table congregation to become a member (Wollemborg, 1884d: 75–86, 1884e). In 1887, Wollemborg 
published, in the Italian Economic Journal (‘Giornale degli Economisti’), an article titled ‘La teorica 
della cooperazione’ (‘The theory of the cooperation’), in which he discussed the concept of coopera-
tion and distinguished the cooperative form of association from both speculative associations and 
charities. As he explained, cooperative organisations were associations of consumers or sellers facing 
a common need and developing internal transactions to obtain different personal advantages.

To the external stakeholders, Wollemborg made also available the rural credit cooperative internal 
reports. For example, in the year 1889, Wollemborg was invited to the Exposition Universelle de 
Paris (‘Universal Expo of Paris’), where his project of introducing the rural credit cooperatives 
received the gold medal. In that occasion, Wollemborg provided evidence of the benefits produced by 
rural credit cooperatives by publicly reporting accounting information and data on the members of 27 
rural credit cooperatives. Therefore, he effectively extended his accountability through extended 
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Figure 3. Making publicly available the internal reporting.
Source: Data extracted from ʻLes Caisses Rurales Italiennes - Rapport pour l’Esposition Universelle de Paris en 
1889ʼ (Wollemborg, 1889b: 23). The accounts provided in this picture are the same as those provided in Figure 2 
(Wollemborg, 1886a).

means to broaden the adoption of cooperatives for social advancement purposes. The printed version 
of that conference (a book of 60 pages) contains:

•• an introductory section;
•• a description of the organisational structure of a rural credit cooperative;
•• financial statements and a brief description of each of 27 rural credit cooperatives founded 

in Veneto until 1887, with the balance sheets reported for each rural credit cooperative rep-
resentative of each year of activity;

•• four summary tables, which recorded for each of the 27 organisations the following: (a) 
general information (such as the president’s name and the number of members), (b) the 
members’ classification by income, (c) the members’ classification by type of loan and (d) 
the cash flow statements and balance sheets.

The balance sheets reported in Figure 2 come from the annual report of the rural credit coopera-
tive of Loreggia and those reported in Figure 3 are extracted from the book presented at the Expo 

Figure 2. Internal reporting.
Source: Data extracted from ʻSummary of the general meeting with the members and Annual Report 1885ʼ 
(Wollemborg, 1886a: 7).
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in Paris, respectively. A comparison between Figures 2 and 3 demonstrates how Wollemborg 
reported the same information, contained in the annual report of the cooperative of Loreggia, at the 
Expo in Paris, translated in French.

While publicly reporting the accounting data to external stakeholders, Wollemborg highlighted 
that the financial statements could not provide a comprehensive picture of all the beneficial effects 
that rural credit cooperatives had produced for the rural population (Wollemborg, 1884d: 1–38). He 
shared this opinion with members of his cooperative. Wollemborg integrated the accounting num-
bers by telling the story of the cooperatives’ achievements from the beginning until the present 
time. For example, Wollemborg (1886b: 9) recalled the past 30 years of successful activity of the 
rural credit cooperatives in Germany:

We put forward the ample and splendid evidence of Germany: over 30 years of [rural credit cooperative] 
experience, hundreds and hundreds of [credit cooperative] implementations, with constantly positive 
effects recorded in private and public reports. (Wollemborg, 1886b: 9)

These examples demonstrate how Wollemborg’s accountability discourses and practices, when 
talking to the external potential members and founders of new rural credit cooperatives, were very 
similar to his discourses to the members of the rural credit cooperative of Loreggia. The analysis 
of Wollemborg’s narrative shows how he was feeling and acting as an ‘accountable self’ with the 
aim of broadcasting this model of accountability to external potential founders of new rural credit 
cooperatives.

Leone Wollemborg: international recognition for his work

While Wollemborg’s activities and achievements were described in journal articles (Comizio 
Agrario di Padova, 1884; Editorial, 1884), his discourses were printed in the main European lan-
guages, and in September 1889, his project received the gold medal at the Exposition Universelle 
de Paris (Zalin, 2013: xxiii). Remembering Wollemborg’s activities in the rural credit cooperatives 
a few years after Wollemborg’s death, Professor Luzzato (1932) used the words ‘amorous surveil-
lance for their [of the rural credit cooperatives] development, tireless care for providing the best 
legislative protection [to the cooperative members]’ (p. 822).

Wollemborg’s activities were recognised almost immediately after the establishment of the rural 
credit cooperative of Loreggia. Two examples are extracted from two articles published in the 
journal Il Raccoglitore. Editorial (1884) recalled tours and conferences to which Wollemborg was 
invited. The Comizio Agrario di Padova (1884: 201) highlighted how, after the establishment of the 
rural credit cooperative of Loreggia, ‘praise and encouragement came [to Wollemborg] from every 
part of Italy (and from outside) for continuing with his activity’.

In addition, Wollemborg fulfilled a relevant role at the national level. In 1888, he was founder 
and president of the Federation of the Italian Rural Credit Cooperatives. He was a member of the 
Italian Parliament from 1892 to 1909, Minister of Finance (in the Zanardelli Cabinet) in 1901 and 
a member of the Italian Senate from 1914 (Senato della Repubblica, 2016a). During his parliamen-
tary activity, he worked with ‘expertise and strength’ (Foà, 1935: 806) to promote legislative 
changes in favour of Italian rural areas, taking care of issues related to public finances, credit and 
social policies. From 1915 to 1918, Wollemborg was president of the public assistance of Rome. 
He did not adhere to the fascism and he opposed the control of personal freedom. His extraordinary 
activity was recognised immediately after his death at the Italian (see Foà, 1935; Luzzato, 1932) 
and international levels. For example, Wollemborg’s work received the following words of praise 
in the Economic Journal:
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In the ’eighties [of the 19th century] he [Wollemborg] threw himself with great vigour in to the study 
of consumers’ co-operation, and of co-operative credit institutions, on the Raiffeisen model, in rural 
areas. And he did much to popularise and multiply such institutions in his native Veneto. (Dalton, 
1935: 549)

In 1901 he [Wollemborg] become Minister of Finance in the Cabinet of Zanardelli, and prepared an 
ambitious scheme for the reform of taxation, both national and local … Wollemborg was of a type … 
combining theoretical interests with practical activities, and carrying expert knowledge in public life … In 
his abortive project of financial reform in 1901, Wollemborg was in advance of his time. Some of his ideas, 
which were then rejected, have since been adopted. (Dalton, 1935: 550)

Discussion and conclusion

Synthesis: the accountable self and the social context

At the end of the nineteenth century, the small village of Loreggia had the characteristics of a 
culturally homogeneous society, where the population was mostly occupied in the same activity 
(agriculture), shared the same poor living conditions and everyone knew each other personally. 
The rich landowners, often living in the big cities and frequently absent from their lands, rep-
resented a different powerful social group. Wollemborg, an economist, a philanthropist and a 
landowner, was part of these elites and he felt responsible for the dreadful economic conditions 
of the rural population and believed that it was the duty of the elites to solve credit and usury 
issues. To achieve this, in 1883, Wollemborg introduced the first rural credit cooperative 
(Raiffeisen-style) in the village of Loreggia where he was landowner. From that moment 
onward, he worked to expand this cooperative model throughout Italy. The success of 
Wollemborg’s activity (Dalton, 1935; Leonardi, 2012; Luzzato, 1932; Marconato, 1984; Zalin, 
2013) was evident from the initial stage (1883–1889) of promotion of the rural credit coopera-
tives in Italy, where he was a leading figure. In 1889, six years after the introduction of the first 
rural credit cooperative in the village of Loreggia, there were 40 rural credit cooperatives in 13 
provinces, 27 of which were in Veneto, Lombardy and Piedmont regions (Luzzato, 1932). In 
1889, Wollemborg’s project of introducing the rural credit cooperatives received the gold medal 
at the Exposition Universelle de Paris (Zalin, 2013: xxiii). In the years after, other powerful 
actors, following his example, positively contributed to further expand these cooperatives 
(Leonardi, 2012; Luzzato, 1932). The explanation behind Wollemborg’s decision to become 
accountable to the poor farmers in his territory emerges from the study of his biography and the 
related socioeconomic context. Explanations include factors such as the family’s Jewish and 
aristocratic origins, the usury practice of his father, his university background, his concerns for 
the economic issues affecting the territory, his empathy and his professional friendships. From 
the study of Wollemborg’s activities, it is evident that after the establishment of the first rural 
credit cooperative in Loreggia (of which he was president), Wollemborg worked tirelessly not 
only to support the poor farmers but also to narrate his accountability experience to the external 
wealthy members of the population. Wollemborg was aware that the elites’ behaviour was 
among the main causes of increasing poverty in rural areas. At the same time, he was aware that 
the elites were the only social group with the economic and political power to change that situ-
ation (Wollemborg, 1883, 1884c, 1884d). The rural credit cooperatives leveraged specific 
aspects of accountability, for which the wealthier part of the society was identified as the initial 
promoter and the future leader of these cooperatives. Wollemborg urged landowners to avoid 
being absent and to take an active role in solving the agrarian issue (Wollemborg, 2013: 91–
107) by following his example (Wollemborg, 1884b).
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Synthesis: narrating the self-accountability

The success of Wollemborg’s activities is not limited to being accountable to the ‘other’ as 
members of the rural credit cooperative of Loreggia. To solve usury and credit issues affecting 
the rural population, he decided to publicly narrate to the ‘others as putative members’ (Munro 
and Mouritsen, 1996), his way of ‘being accountable’. The findings of this study demonstrate 
that his activity was not a simple promotion of a new organisational model and that Wollemborg’s 
discourses and practices were very similar among the two groups of stakeholders (members of 
the rural credit cooperative of Loreggia and external potential financers and funders of new 
cooperatives, such as wealthy citizens/landowners). By publicly narrating how and why he was 
accountable to the ‘other’, Wollemborg provided, to the potential ‘other’, the elites, an example 
to follow. Each of them could have been an alter ego of ‘Wollemborg’ in their own villages. In 
addition, by integrating narratives with accounting practices and taking personal responsibility 
for his own choices (Boland and Schultze, 1996; Roberts, 1996), Wollemborg enhanced trust 
and engagement of the external observers because he was providing tangible proofs of his 
achievements.

Moreover, as demonstrated above, Wollemborg adopted the same communicative forms when 
he was speaking as president of the rural credit cooperative of Loreggia and when he was talking 
as a promoter of this new organisational model. Complete disclosure of the balance sheet of the 
rural credit cooperative of Loreggia were provided, not only to members of the organisation (enti-
tled to receive them) but also to the wider public. Wollemborg separated himself from ‘others’ 
(either internal members of the rural credit cooperative of Loreggia or ‘external potential stake-
holders’, such as wealthy citizens/landowners) to underline his responsibility and achievements as 
a leader (speaking in the first-person singular ‘I’). Similarly, he integrated a ‘narrative mode of 
cognition’ (Boland and Schultze, 1996), informal, face-to-face accountability (Roberts, 1996) 
when speaking in the plural voice, highlighting shared identity and ties. Analysis of Wollemborg’s 
discourses showed that he was continuously telling the story of the organisation and disclosing to 
all stakeholders the needs, achievements, questions and opinions of all the ‘others’. The result was 
an intertwining of individualising and socialising forms of accountability, where the practices of 
socialising accountability (Boland and Schultze, 1996; Roberts, 1996) framed the accounting 
information and permeated all Wollemborg’s communication. By narrating his being an ‘account-
able self’ and ‘telling the story’ of the members and the organisation activity to a wider public, 
Wollemborg enhanced trust and engagement between the ‘self’ and the ‘other’.

Contribution to the literature and concluding remarks

The relevance of undertaking historical studies has been underlined by Ritson and Parker (2016), 
Parker (2015), Guinnane (2011) and Gomes et al. (2011), demonstrating from different perspec-
tives how the past holds lesson for the present. By exploring how a landowner and founder of a 
new organisational model narrated his way of being an ‘accountable self’ to solve the credit issue 
affecting his rural population, this study adds to the accounting history literature and the account-
ability literature in historical contexts. This study also contributes to previous biographical works 
by providing examples of individuals who, through their actions, made a difference in their own 
context. While previous studies exploring the ‘first’ concentrate on initiators’ biographies and 
activities in the accounting field (Carnegie et al., 2000; Carnegie and Williams, 2001; Clarke, 
2005; Cooper, 2008; Parker, 2014; Romeo and Rigsby, 2008), this article illustrates how the initia-
tor of a new organisational model successfully achieved his objective by narrating his way of being 
an ‘accountable self’ to external potential stakeholders.
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In addition, by focusing specifically on the ‘accountable self’ attitude and explanations to the 
‘other’, this work adds to the social impact of accounting by exploring how accounting 
(Abeysekera, 2005; Barnes, 2007; Chandler, 2016; Fülbier and Klein, 2015; Platonova, 2009; 
Sokolov, 2015; Walker, 2008) and accountability (Antonelli et al., 2017; Evans and Pierpoint, 
2015; Fowler and Cordery, 2015; Jacobs and Walker, 2004; Killian, 2015; Oakes and Young, 
2008; Rammal and Parker, 2012; Sargiacomo and Gomes, 2011) are shaped by, and shape, con-
text and social relations.

It has been shown that narratives were used to manage stakeholders’ impressions (Evans and 
Pierpoint, 2015) and discursively explain choices not only to the ‘others’ but also to rationalise 
the ‘self’ (Oakes and Young, 2008: 786). This study demonstrates that, by narrating his own way 
of being responsible to a potential ‘other’ and making a pervasive use of face-to-face narrative 
accountability, Wollemborg bridged the gap and obtained the trust and engagement of external 
potential members and future leaders of cooperatives. Thus, this study contributes to an under-
standing of the relevance for initiators of new organisational models to act as ‘accountable 
selves’. In addition, as emerged in Oakes and Young (2008), also in this study, the ‘accountable 
person’ used accountability to empower the community and not solely to satisfy his stakehold-
ers’ expectations.

The findings demonstrate that while narrative and socialising forms of accountability enhance 
dialogue (Boland and Schultze, 1996; Oakes and Young, 2008; Roberts, 1996), it is the individual 
willingness to become accountable to the ‘other’ that represents the prerequisite of enabling a 
trustful, unlimited accountability. While Messner (2009: 918) described the ‘accountable self’ as 
‘limited in its ability to give an account of itself’ to the ‘other’, this article, in line with McKernan 
and MacLullich (2004), showed that when the ‘self’ identifies itself as linked to the ‘other’ by 
deep bonds, this shared identity allows the ‘self’ to override the fear for potential negative judge-
ment or damage of personal interests because the collective good is valued more. Wollemborg felt 
an ‘ethical impulse’ and an ‘absolute obligation’ (McKernan and MacLullich, 2004: 356) to put 
his economic knowledge and power at the service of the ‘other’. However, he was not naïve: 
Wollemborg’s accountability was driven by the rational interest of solving the credit issue. As he 
explained, improving poor farmers’ economic conditions, without expecting economic returns, 
was not only the responsibility of the wealthy individuals but a more general ethics obligation to 
enhance social cohesion, refrain young generations from emigration and ultimately ensure the 
landowners’ income. Despite the changed context and population needs, Wollemborg’s lesson is 
still valid nowadays.

Ultimately, what emerges from this study is that the successful expansion of rural credit coop-
eratives was not solely a matter of matching social context with organisational characteristics, but 
it was related to the ethical attitude of the ‘accountable self’, a sense of identity and a profound 
responsibility, leading him to make a pervasive use of face-to-face narrative accountability. When 
‘being held accountable’ is not perceived as a risk but as an opportunity, narrating the self-respon-
sibility may become the key to collective success.
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